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The first to be inclined to such leniency were the circles of
enthusiastic martyrs who, with their inherent authority from the
holy Spirit, granted pardon to their weaker brethren and urged
upon the bishops, or even dictated to them, their admission to the
fellowship of the Eucharist; and in many places their injunction
found a ready acceptance. But even where such unrestrained
readiness to pardon met with resistance from episcopal authority,
it was not contested that in principle the restoration of the lapsed
was possible, the only requirement being a properly regulated
procedure for attaining this end. In one way or another the fruits
of victory were snatched from the hands of the pagan State, The
masses of the lapsed returned to the Church, and the steadfast
confessions of the many martyrs served only to strengthen among
Christians as a whole their sense of the invincibility of Christianity.
The State itself shrank from pressing its policy to a logical con-
clusion against all who opposed it: it was simply not possible to
exterminate the Christians by bloodshed, and thus by the spring
of 251 the fury of the persecution abated, and in the summer it
came to an end with the death of the Emperor, who lost his life
on the Gothic front.
This, the most severe and widespread onslaught upon Christi-
anity, was followed in the course of the next few years by a few
slighter clashes, and in the summer of 257 the Emperor Valerian
determined on a new assault upon the Church so displeasing to
the gods. Again the blow was directed in the first instance against
the leaders of the community: this time bishop Xystus of Rome
suffered together with his deacons, at whose head stood Laurence,
glorified by legend; and almost at the same time fell the head of
Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (258). But two years later Valerian was
taken prisoner by the Persians, in whose hands, to the dishonour
of the Roman Empire, he died. His son and successor Gallienus
had good grounds for putting an end to the Christian persecution.
Indeed he even issued an edict of toleration, in which the Christ-
ians were granted the use of their places of worship and their
cemeteries, and a general ordinance was issued that they were not
to be further molested1. So ended the State action that began with
Decius, The martyrs of this period of persecution won for the
Church what hitherto she had never possessed, the recognition of
her right to exist,
1 Eusebius, Hist. EccL VH, 13.